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ABSTRACT 
  
As the demographic mix of communities across the nation and especially the Midwest undergoes 
change, there is an increasing need to better understand these new groups of people, primarily 
immigrants and their level of assimilation and integration into the American community fabric. 
The City of Ottumwa, is a mid-sized Midwestern community struggling to retain population as 
well as its economic base as a regional hub for the southeast region of the state of Iowa. As the 
city has witnessed loss in skilled labor over the past couple of decades, many immigrants and 
refugees have moved into the city. These individuals bring not just cultural diversity but also 
human capital that is needed both in the city and the broader region. With the differences in 
language, food and culture comes the challenges of assimilation and acculturation of this new 
group within the city.  The main objective of this study is to understand the level of integration of 
the new diverse group into the community as well as the opportunities for improvement in current 
services toward better integration. Utilizing a survey based approach to acquire quantitative data, 
the study combines it with secondary data from U.S. Census to help understand the ‘cohort’ in a 
variety of ways. The study assesses impacts based on educational attainment, English proficiency 
and upward economic mobility among the new immigrants and how effective the current 
integration processes in the study area are.  Based on the findings, it was observed that there is 
considerable evidence to suggest that most immigrants living within the Ottumwa community are 
integrating through advancing educational attainment, and upward economic mobility. While the 
efforts of the Ottumwa community to integrate have been received favorably, there are areas of 
emphasis, specifically increased English proficiency that require additional nurturing and 
investment. 
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CHAPTER 1  
 
 INTRODUCTION 
 
 
The state of Iowa is undergoing a transformation in terms of its demographic composition.  An 
increasing number of ethnically diverse groups are moving into the state.  According to the 
American Immigration Council, the foreign-born share of Iowa’s population tripled from 1990 to 
2013, rising from 1.6% to 4.8% (2015).   For a very long time Iowa has been an ethnically 
homogenous state filled with generations of families whose roots were deeply embedded in their 
hometown communities.  Over time, these primarily small Iowa communities that had previously 
held such promise for the future have lost not just their population but also much of the business 
and industry that drove the local economies.  With a great number of the children leaving to 
pursue their academic endeavors and often choosing not to return, many Iowa communities have 
become primarily home to a significant number of the elderly who choose to retire in them.  This 
is validated by data that shows that Iowa had the lowest increase in population, in percentage 
terms, from 1900 to 2010 of all 50 states (U.S. Census, 2016).  Further, latest census estimates 
also reveal that Iowa’s elderly population, which account for approximately 15 percent of the 
population, ranks Iowa among the five states with the highest percentage of people aged 65 and 
older (U.S. Census, 2016).   
     This shift in demographics, in combination with outsourcing of manufacturing and service 
jobs overseas, has put many towns in Iowa in an extremely fiscally and economically vulnerable 
situation.  The ongoing population and the associated economic decline has resulted in an 
erosion of human and social capital that historically has provided these places with its biggest 
strength.  With the passage of time, both Iowa and the nation, have witnessed changes in the 
population mix especially as it relates to new ethnically diverse residents.  This mix is a 
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combination of highly skilled foreign workers in sectors such as education and health care, 
students pursuing undergraduate and graduate degrees and professionals in services, as well as 
low skilled immigrants working in farming and more labor intensive industries like meat 
packing, in addition to the influx of refugees, all of whom now call Iowa their home. 
     Given the changes in out and in-migration, an argument can be made that what the state has 
lost with the outflow of its native residents, it has gained back as a result of the in-migration of 
equally skilled, if not more, immigrants that now contribute to the state in a variety of ways.  
But, is this infusion of new human capital, defined as “individuals that contribute to their ability 
to earn a living, strengthen community and otherwise contribute to community organizations, 
their families and self-improvement” (Flora and Flora, 2013, p. 84) and the cornerstone for the 
community capitals framework, depicted in Figure 1.1, being fully accepted and nurtured by the 
communities in Iowa?  Alternatively, are these immigrant populations taking advantage of 
opportunities to increase their skill sets and capacity?  Although it is undeniable that 
 
 
 
immigration has favorably affected population growth in Iowa, there has been limited 
understanding of the broader community-wide impact of these groups in many communities.  
Figure 1.1 Community Capitals Framework Framework 
Source:  Flora and Flora 
University 
UUnUUniversityework 
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Further, many immigrants work low paying jobs that require little, if any, education and there is 
often a perception among the members in the host community that immigrants don’t desire to 
assimilate in common ways, such as learning English.  So, are these newcomers taking 
measurable steps to integrate into the community or are they just co-existing as an independent 
group mostly interacting within themselves?  Conversely, are host communities taking the 
necessary steps to assist in this integration process? An argument can certainly be made that if 
immigration is viewed less as a circumstance and more of a community development opportunity 
and if more emphasis is put into the integration efforts that foster the development of human 
capital, it would provide a win-win situation that benefits not only immigrant groups but also 
communities across the U.S. - including in Iowa.  
     With continually dwindling population, communities are recognizing the need to both attract 
and grow their human capital and immigration has slowly evolved as an economic development 
issue and strategy for community revitalization.  While there is a large body of literature on how 
immigration is affecting the United States in terms of population gains, economic impact, 
cultural diversity, skill contribution and how immigrants are filling the role of low-skill labor, 
there still seems to be disagreement about strategies to assist in the integration of immigrants and 
to what degree immigrants are actually integrating.  Studies focusing on such issues can be very 
useful for micropolitan communities. These mid-size towns cannot compete with the amenities 
that larger metropolitan areas have to offer nor can they offer the inexpensive cost of living that a 
rural community often does.   This study is an attempt to help understand the process of 
assimilation including the challenges and opportunities that exist. Further, this study can make 
the case that, through integration, immigration can be “an asset and not a burden to 
communities” (Paral, 2014, p.12) if indeed it is determined that the immigrant population studied 
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has continued to increase their human capital through education attainment, increased English 
proficiency and upward economic mobility.  For the purpose of this study, one small community 
in Iowa that has experienced an influx in the immigrant population, has been identified to 
understand to what extent immigrant groups have integrated into the community fabric and what 
improvements can be made in the integration process.  
     Authors note:  In my daily role as a nonprofit foundation professional, the challenges that 
affect mid-sized communities in Iowa are evident each and every day. One of the earliest lessons 
I learned in this challenging work was not to take any opportunity that presented itself lightly.  In 
addition, while immigration can be an obvious benefit in so many ways to be discussed later in 
this paper, it also exacerbates the challenges that arise when a new population is struggling to 
acclimate to a new community and in many instances a new country.  Seeing this evolution first 
hand in my own community has created a desire to study this process and not only gain a better 
understanding of it but also to strategize what solutions may be necessary to assist the 
community not just to avoid conflict and to coexist but to thrive. 
 
Research Objectives 
The broad goal of this study is to assess the level to which immigrants are integrating into their 
host communities. Toward this, the study uses educational attainment including English 
proficiency as well as improvements in the economic condition of immigrating individuals and 
families as indicators of their successful integration. The study will use the immigrant population 
living in the City of Ottumwa, Iowa as a case study to evaluate the degree to which they have 
been successful at integrating into the community and how they perceive the effectiveness of the 
resources are that are available to assist them.  
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 Specifically, this report will focus on following questions:   
1. Are first generation immigrants who reside in Ottumwa, Iowa adding value to their 
individual capacity and skills by furthering their education and becoming more proficient 
in English since immigrating to the United States and specifically to Ottumwa? 
2. Has the economic condition of immigrants improved over time to make them and their 
families financially sustainable?  
3. Is there a need to improve the existing resources and services that can further assist in the 
process of integration? 
The findings of the study could potentially be used to make recommendations that could be used 
not only by the City of Ottumwa but other similar communities to address issues relating to 
integration and assimilation of new immigrants. 
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CHAPTER 2  
 
 LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 The literature review first examines the meaning of immigrant integration and identifies what 
metrics can be used to analyze the level of integration that occurs in a community.  Next, the 
literature also helps to understand the benefits, barriers and challenges that are experienced by 
communities as part of the immigrant migration and settlement process.  In addition, the 
literature also reviews some of the examples within the state of Iowa and how they have been 
successful in their efforts.  Finally, the literature focuses on the historical aspect and provides an 
overview of the history of integration and the associated efforts to measure it. 
 
What is Integration?  
In reference to immigration, integration may be an overused word and one that has various 
meanings for different people.  Integration can be viewed as an evolving process defined as “a 
culmination of everyday interactions between and among immigrant newcomers and host 
communities” (Jimenez, 2011, p. 1).  According to the White House Task Force on New 
Americans integration is “a dynamic two-way process that brings together newcomers and the 
long-time residents of communities into which they settle (“receiving communities”) to foster 
greater understanding, promote inclusiveness, speed economic success, and build secure, vibrant 
and cohesive communities” (2015).  Perhaps as critical to define what integration is may be to 
define what it is not.  Integration is not about conformity or making one fit what is determined to 
be the norm or the accepted standard.  It is important to remember when discussing integration 
that a respect for one’s language, culture, tradition and beliefs are imperative in the process. As 
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integration remains a nebulous term, Jiminez assists us with the measurement of integration by 
outlining five main indicators of integration progress, including:  
1) language proficiency 
2) socioeconomic attainment 
3)  political participation 
4) location of residence, and 
5)  social interaction with host communities (2011).    
      Many aspects of integration indicators can be defined in terms of the capital that they secure 
over some period of time.  For example, the language proficiency can be defined in terms of 
human capital and increasing one’s understanding or skills.  Learning the English language is a 
critical element of success for new Americans.  Not only does it allow for easier navigation and 
obvious improved communication with others within the community, it also encourages 
increased earnings over time.  In a study by Bleakley and Chin (2010), researchers determined 
that adults who had immigrated to the U.S. as children and increased their English fluency over 
time obtained higher earnings later in their lives (White House, 2015).   The same study also 
validated English language proficiency as an integration metric by determining that those 
immigrants that had greater English language skills were more likely to be “socially integrated 
in their broader communities in terms of both interpersonal relationships” (White House, 2015).  
It is important to note that education and language are not only a way to facilitate integration but 
are also an avenue to determine whether integration is taking place successfully at all. 
     Socioeconomic attainment can be defined in terms of human, social and even financial 
capital, other important components of the Community Capitals Framework that create a 
healthy, sustainable community.  Political participation can increase the political capital of the 
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immigrant population when political office is obtained allowing for political influence in the 
community.  The social interaction or sociocultural milieu (Green and Haines, 2012) with host 
communities perpetuates the increased social capital of newcomers as they make connections 
with native community members. Essential in this process is the participation of the first 
immigrant generation and subsequent generations as well as the degree of social acceptance by 
other Americans (Miller, 2015). Vargas confirms for us that “a key determinant of successful 
integration is how much social distance must be traveled between the immigrant and the host 
community” (Vargas, 2002).   
     One study of note was developed by the RISE (Refugee Integration and Evaluation) project.  
This study focused on a single cohort of refugees during their first 4 years of resettlement and 
piloted a survey instrument that was used to assess the integration of the refugees within the city 
of Denver (Taintor & Lichtenstein, 2016).  The RISE survey is unique in that others that have 
looked at immigrant integration such as the one by the Migration Policy Institute or National 
Academies Press commonly use U.S. Census data which is limited to annual cross-sectional 
data.  In contrast, the RISE study was administered longitudinally (Taintor & Lichtensten, 
2016).  Focusing on the same individuals over a period of years allows for a much clearer 
picture around integration whereas with Census data there are limitations in knowledge because 
of the in and outmigration that occurs.  In addition to the longitudinal aspect, the RISE survey 
also included qualitative data to support findings in the form of participant interviews.   
 
Driving Forces of Immigration  
 
      Before attempting to develop integration strategies, it is important to understand why 
individuals from other countries are choosing to leave their native homes and travel to the United 
States to begin new lives.  As illustrated in Figures 2.1 and 2.2, the number of immigrants in the 
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U.S. is larger than it has ever been and these numbers are only projected to increase over time.  
Iowa has not been immune to this growth as demonstrated in Figure 2.3.  In fact, of all the states 
Iowa has experienced the 17th highest population growth of all 50 states as a result of 
immigration. 
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Figure 2.1:  Immigrants in U.S. – Number and 
Percent Projections  
 
Figure 2.2:  Immigrant Population Growth (Legal and 
Illegal) 
Source:  U.S. Census Bureau 
 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 
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     While thousands of immigrants 
may end up in Iowa, their individual 
journeys to get to here are as 
different as the countries they 
originate from.  Many immigrants 
have been recruited from their 
hometowns or villages for work 
opportunities.  This is primarily seen 
within the agriculture and meat-
processing industries, which 
regularly recruit immigrant workers 
to meet their demand for low-skilled 
labor (Ramos, 2016).   Such was the 
case in Marshalltown where 
immigrants were recruited to fill 
positions in the local Swift 
slaughterhouse.  The expansion at Swift and Company in the late 1980’s required new 
recruitment practices that included a heavy emphasis on Hispanic workers.  Within a decade, 
more than 3,700 Hispanics had settled in Marshall County and by 2009, just over 6,100 
Hispanics resided there (Woodrick, 2015).  In fact, at one point, a quarter of the production 
employees were estimated to have come from the Mexican town of Villachuato (Bloom, 2006).  
Numerous workers became “commuter residents” (Bloom, 2006), transferring back and forth 
between Marshalltown and Villachuato but never fully integrating into the Marshalltown 
 
Figure 2.3    Growth of Immigrant Populations by State,   
                                  2010, 2000 and 1990 
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community.  Another pertinent example can be found in Postville, Iowa, where immigrants were 
recruited from a single Mexican village, El Barril, in the state of San Luis Potosi (Bloom, 2006).    
     As one becomes knowledgeable about the various journeys involved in immigration, it is 
essential to understand that the settlement patterns of immigrants have changed over the decades.  
Previously, “immigrants entered through gateway states like Florida, Texas, California and New 
York and went no further” thus concentrating in these locations (Vargas, 2002, p. 345).  Now, 
immigrants are settling in states, like Iowa, not previously considered immigrant destinations. 
What has become the emerging norm is for immigrants to move through these primary states and 
then settle in secondary communities, many of which are rural (Vargas, 2002).   This step-
migration, which involves first settling in one state and then another was experienced by many 
immigrants who eventually settled in Marshalltown, Iowa.  Networking developed between the 
Swift Company and residents of Villachuato, Michoacán, Mexico recruited individuals to the 
United States to work.  These immigrant’s began their journey in California, settling for a time, 
but eventually moving onto Chicago.  (Bloom, 2006).  It was during their time in Chicago when 
they learned of the growing Latino population in Iowa and decided to settle there.  What has 
been noted as the main reason for this secondary migration is the desire for a higher quality of 
life or a better paying job (Ramos, 2016).  Many have chosen to immigrate to Iowa “because of 
economic difficulties in their homeland and because of economic opportunities in Iowa” which is 
demonstrative of the push and pull factors often referred to in literature (Baker and Hotek, 2002, 
p. 449). 
     Refugees are another category of immigrant whose search for a better life has led them to the 
United States.  “Since 1975, approximately 3 million refugees have come to the U.S. from 
countries all over the world” (White House, 2015, p. 7).  Increasingly more are settling into 
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smaller Midwest communities because of the affordability, plentiful jobs and peaceful 
neighborhoods (Baker and Hotek, 2002, p. 7).  These individual and families have often been 
forced to flee their own countries because of war or fear of persecution and are desperately 
searching for a safe place to raise their families.  Other immigrants desire this safety as well.  In 
addition to refugees, “the U.S. has welcomed asylees, victims of human trafficking, 
Cuban/Haitian Entrants and Special Immigrant Visa recipients from Iraq and Afghanistan” 
(White House, 2015, p. 7). 
 
Revitalization of the Heartland  
 
     One of the most dramatic consequences of immigration is the population infusion and 
redistribution that has resulted in its wake (Coates and Gindling, 2012).  Because of this, Iowa 
has been the recipient of what can only be described as a reverse of population loss.  For 
decades, Iowa has continued to experience out-migration and brain drain.  It has been said that 
“Iowa’s greatest export isn’t corn, soybeans or pigs; it’s young adults” (Bloom, 2006, p. 3).  This 
out-migration, coupled with Iowa’s aging population, has resulted in a high population loss over 
time.  This population loss has threatened the future of many Iowa communities but, for some, 
immigration has allowed for their reprieve.  In fact, between 1990 and 2000, Iowa’s population 
grew by 5.4% to 2.9 million, and two-thirds of that growth was due to international immigration 
alone (Bloom, 2006).  This comes in stark contrast to the previous decade where, “from 1980 to 
1990, all but seven of Iowa’s 99 countries lost population” (Bloom, 2006, p. 3).  It can certainly 
be said that immigration is slowing, and in some cases, reversing decades of population decline 
(Bloom, 2006).  This realization has caused many to view international immigration in a whole 
new light, causing one bi-partisan panel appointed by Iowa’s governor to go so far as to propose 
Iowa become the “Ellis Island of the Midwest” (Grey, 2000, p. 9).  A primary role of immigrants 
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may best be summed up by author Stephen Bloom, who says, “They are taking places of the old 
who are dying, the young who are leaving and the locals who refuse to take the low-paying, 
menial jobs that abound” (Bloom, 2006, p. 3). 
 
Economic Benefits and Workforce  
      Bringing population back to shrinking communities is not the only benefit that has been 
realized through immigration.  With increased population, economic benefits can be acquired as 
well. In a study conducted by Coates and Gindling to determine whether faster Hispanic 
population growth is linked to faster economic growth per capita, the determination was that as 
the Hispanic population increased (whether from international immigrants, migrants from within 
the U.S. or from natural growth in the families), economic growth was also seen in those rural 
communities whose populations had previously been in decline (2012).  In addition, according to 
economist David Card, immigration’s “impact on population growth has a corresponding 
positive impact on a region’s wages, housing prices, rents and cultural diversity” (McDaniel, 
2014, p. 2).   
      It cannot be disregarded that immigrants play a vital role in filling workforce gaps as they 
frequently fill positions for employers that are desperate for workers.  These positions are often 
those that Americans find undesirable (Vargas, 2002).  If these positions were to remain unfilled 
there is a prevailing fear that employers will pull up stakes for locations that can better satisfy 
their labor needs.  There is also a theory that by taking these low-skill jobs, immigrants are 
inducing natives to move into higher paying positions, thereby raising the incomes of natives 
who might otherwise fill low-skill jobs or remain unemployed (Coates and Gindling, 2012).  Let 
us not forget that there are many experts who believe that because of retiring baby boomers and 
declining fertility rates the U.S is on the cusp of a dramatic labor shortage (Bean, Bachmeier and 
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Brown, 2014).  In fact the Census Bureau predicts that, by 2030, the working age (18–64) 
population will drop to approximately 57 percent of the total population (Munoz and Rodriguez, 
2015).  Immigration could be a needed game-changer for the labor force as experts believe that 
over the next 20 years 85% of the net growth will consist of immigrants and their children 
(White House, 2015). 
 
Entrepreneurial Ability 
 
     A desirable trait recurrently seen in immigrants is a spirit of entrepreneurism.  Immigrants, 
who are very often risk-takers by nature, are generally successful entrepreneurs, more than twice 
as likely as native born Americans to start their own firms (McDaniel, 2014).  They appear to 
have a high motivation to succeed, an ability to innovate and aspiration levels that can be much 
higher than that of residents in their host communities (Grey et al., 2004).  Many speculate that 
this may be because of everything they have risked to gain a better life.  In a study by the 
Partnership for a New American Economy, researchers found that more than 40% of Fortune 500 
companies were founded either by immigrants or their children (White House, 2015).  In 
addition, a study by Hunt and Gauthier-Loiselle determined that foreign born workers may be 
more innovative as well, obtaining patents at twice the rate of native born workers.  Most 
immigrants establish their businesses without any assistance from local resources like banks.  In 
contrast, they choose to rely on family members for both labor and financial assistance to grow 
and sustain their businesses.  According to Guth, “Immigrant business owners account for over a 
quarter of all U.S. Main Street businesses, restaurants, clothing shops and grocery stores,” (2015, 
p. 4).  Because immigrant businesses are ordinarily these smaller Main Street businesses and 
niche shops they also contribute to the revitalization of many downtowns across the United 
States.   Many times immigrants open ethnic stores and while these markets are not desirable for 
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most because of their instability they can create a significant opportunity for immigrants (Grey, 
2004).  These businesses serve multiple purposes, not only do they allow immigrants to earn a 
living, they also allow them to integrate into their new host community while still retaining close 
ties to their own individual cultures (McDaniel, 2014).    It is not uncommon to witness clusters 
of ethnic businesses that are geographically located in the same area, often referred to as an 
“ethnic enclave” (Grey et al, 2004, p. 27).  Ethnic enclaves allow for a community within the 
community where immigrants can support and employ one another and where immigrants who 
are new to the community can integrate in a safer and less intimidating way (McDaniel, 2014).   
Opening businesses can alleviate other areas of concern for immigrants as well.  In fact, research 
has shown that immigrants often use entrepreneurship as a method to cope with low prospective 
returns to salary work because of discrimination, language barriers and incompatible education 
and training (Shinnar, 2009). 
 
Cultural Capital 
      One of the most noticeable benefits of immigration is the cultural diversity that accompanies 
it.  The vibrancy that is added to the community when it is exposed to new traditions, customs, 
religions and foods also brings a level of depth that 
enriches the overall social and cultural fabric of 
society.  It can be argued that being presented with 
this diversity cultivates a level of tolerance and 
understanding of others that serves to contribute to the 
cohesiveness of the community as a whole.  The 
White House Task Force reminds us that “New 
Figure 2.4  Ottumwa Latinofest  
 Photo Credit: David Camphouse 
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Americans bring fresh perspectives and help ensure that our country remains a dynamic global 
leader” (White House, 2015, p. 10). 
 
Integration Challenges and Barriers 
 
Burdens to Infrastructure 
      Immigration may bring much needed people but along with the infusion of people that have 
bolstered population numbers comes the added pressure that is applied to an already stressed 
infrastructure.  As Paral states, “For towns that have been losing population, shutting schools and 
seeing their fortunes fade with the loss of younger people, immigration has sometimes been a 
shock, requiring new investments in municipal services that have been unchanged for years” 
(2009, p. 41).  After all, not everything that accompanies immigration is positive.  In the 
education sector alone there are significant challenges dealing with students who have limited 
English proficiencies and many school districts cannot keep up with the rapid growth within their 
school districts (Vargas, 2002).  According to the Migration Policy Institute nearly 10% (and 
growing) of U.S. students are English learners (Sugarman, 2016).  And while the funding to 
subsidize English learners is unified and does not fluctuate based on need, the education costs 
can vary dramatically based on the needs of the children involved.  Communities that experience 
an influx in immigration may also incur significant and unbudgeted increases to serve English 
learners.  This financial strain is coupled with the human strain experienced by teachers who 
must put in additional time and effort when additional teachers cannot be hired or are unavailable 
(Sugarman, 2016). 
    Education attainment is also a barrier for success.  For example, a large number of Mexican 
immigrants have low levels of formal education and are more than six times as likely as natives 
to lack a high school education (Hotek, 2003).  In fact, many Iowa communities, like 
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Marshalltown, have struggled with multiple logistical issues, including lack of suitable housing, 
overextended social services, and training needs of law enforcement and have wondered how 
they would accommodate the influx of newcomers. 
 
Communication Challenges 
 
      One of the greatest challenges accompanying immigration is a lack of communication. An 
inability to communicate can perpetuate feelings of distrust which can eventually perpetuate 
feelings of being unwelcomed or disliked.   Such was the case when immigrants first arrived in 
Marshalltown, Iowa.  During this time, natives had an unrealistic expectation that newcomers 
would learn English immediately and align their behaviors with what was considered the norm.  
The fact that this did not occur caused resentment in the community.  The immigrants, on the 
other hand, felt intimidated because they didn’t readily understand the language or the customs.   
      The importance of communication was further validated by findings of a Missouri survey 
that was given to immigrants requesting information about barriers they encountered in bettering 
their families in which respondents ranked language barriers as the most significant hurdle they 
faced (Vargas, 2002).  Petsod et al. confirm “that language barriers and a lack of cultural 
understanding can also lead to feelings of isolation and segregation within the immigrant 
community” (ND, p. 60). 
 
Ethnic and Cultural Differences 
 
      When immigrants join a new community, they bring with them religious beliefs and cultural 
traditions that may be very different than anything local residents have experienced before.  
Because of this lack of familiarity and understanding, there is bound to be wariness or distrust 
felt by the receiving community.  This was evident in the case of Postville, Iowa, a community 
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that underwent dramatic changes when immigrants were recruited to work at the local processing 
plant.  As a result of ethnic differences between natives and newcomers, Postville ultimately 
struggled to maintain cohesiveness in education and spirituality.  Once immigrant children began 
to flood the public school system, Anglo children began migrating to outlying school districts. 
Similar negative reactions were witnessed at the local Catholic Church.  Some members felt as 
though Hispanic parishioners were “stealing their mass” because the priest began offering 
Spanish speaking services.  This act of inclusiveness prompted a backlash by many church 
members who began attending services in a neighboring town where mass was only said in 
English. (Bloom, 2006).   
      While some of these ethnic and cultural differences can be quite complex and difficult to 
understand, others may be very simple.  An example of this would be how Latinos may choose 
to congregate outdoors, playing music and interacting with one another as a form of 
socialization.  Although this practice hurts no one in particular, and is commonplace in their 
native communities, it may not be a practice that fits well within rural communities and may be 
viewed negatively (Vargas, 2002).  Interestingly, during a study of three meatpacking 
communities in Nebraska, researchers found that, even though they didn’t immediately realize it, 
immigrants and long-term residents had a great deal in common.  Each group saw the same 
positives in their community, such as a quiet life as well as the same challenges like the 
education of their children or drug use.  These same researchers concluded that a realization of 
the commonalities shared by these diverse groups is the essential element to creating a 
harmonious community and is a successful way to bridge the differences between the two groups 
(Vargas, 2002).    
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Racial Discrimination and Stereotyping 
     Unfortunately, a negative side effect that many times rears its ugly head when diversity is 
evident is some form of racial discrimination or stereotyping.  The current national and global 
political environment, which has become so focused on national and international security, has 
served to breed fear and hatred based simply on religion, ethnicity or country of origin.  Until 
this lack of understanding is clarified there will always be those that look at newcomers into our 
community as a threat. 
 
Inaccurate Perceptions  
     When it comes to the subject of immigration there is no shortage of inaccurate perceptions 
wrapped up in the mix.  One of the most prevalent inaccuracies is that immigrants are taking jobs 
from Americans who are in need of the work.  The reality is that immigrants are not taking away 
jobs but are filling the large increases in demand for workers of primarily low-paying, low-skill 
jobs (Paral, 2009).  Another misperception is that all immigrants wanted to leave their own 
native countries.  On the contrary, it is often the case that, if they felt they had a choice, they 
would have remained.  The truth is that many immigrants have come to the U.S. because of 
economic opportunities not available in their own countries or because of unsafe conditions.  
Another assumption of receiving communities is that all immigrants are unskilled and 
uneducated.  In reality many immigrants have jobs in the high end of the labor market.  For 
example, in the U.S., one out of three doctors, dentists and nurses is foreign born (Petsod et al., 
ND).  This point is further validated by a report recently released by the Migration Policy 
Institute stating that “Almost half, 48%, of immigrant adults who entered the United States 
between 2011-2015 were college graduates” (Batalova, Fix, & Bachmeier, 2016, p. 1).  An 
unfortunate side effect of this perception is underutilization of these skills (often referred to as 
21 
 
“brain waste”).  Of these college educated immigrants, approximately 57% are naturalized 
citizens, 24% are legal permanent residents, 8% have temporary visas and 11% are unauthorized 
(Batalova, Fix, & Bachmeier, 2016).   In many cases, these highly skilled and educated 
immigrants have actually been recruited to the U.S. in an effort to expand its skill pool 
(Batalova, Fix and Bachmeier, 2016). 
      In Marshalltown, a main source of friction in the community was discrimination based on 
negative stereotypes (Woodrick, 2015).  Because the number of immigrants increased rapidly, 
there was a significant amount of misinformation spread throughout the community (both in 
print and via word of mouth) that only served to widen the gap that existed between the natives 
and the newcomers (Woodrick, 2015).  It is important to note that one category of immigrants – 
refugees, do not necessarily carry the same stigma as others and native community members are 
generally more empathetic and sympathetic to their plight.  Former Iowa Governor Vilsack 
stated during his time in office that refugees are easier to accept because of the following, “I 
suspect that it is an appeal to compassion, an appeal to the hardship that they’ve been through. 
Well, the same aspect can be applied to the sometimes heroic efforts on the part of Mexicans to 
cross the border because they don’t have economic opportunity in Mexico” (Belluck, 2000, p. 2). 
Another source of contention seen in diverse communities has been the perception that 
immigrant entrepreneurs are taking business away from native business owners.  Not 
surprisingly, this perception can perpetuate feelings of hostility between immigrant business 
owners and their competition (Grey et al., 2004).  Ultimately, these types of misunderstandings 
only serve to solidify the closeness of immigrant groups and their reliance on their own 
immigrant community for labor, capital and support and can stunt further integration from 
occurring (Grey et al., 2004). 
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Undocumented Workers 
      According to Jimenez, “of the roughly 39 million immigrants in the U.S., nearly one-third in 
the country are without legal authorization” (2011, p. 4).  A significant partnering issue is that of 
undocumented workers.  This is a problem that will continue to persist in the United States as 
long as low-skilled jobs are created and remain difficult to fill with American workers.  In fact, 
Bloom states that, “Without undocumented workers the meat processing industry would grind to 
a halt” (Bloom, 2006, p. 3).  Many of these undocumented workers are from Mexico because of 
the close proximity to the U.S. and the limited options that those immigrants have to enter legally 
(Paral, 2009).  Not surprisingly this issue continues to cause anxiety and unrest within many 
communities.  In Marshalltown, integration efforts led by Lutheran Priest John Allen came to a 
screeching halt when undocumented workers were deported during a 1996 raid at the local plant 
(Woodrick, 2015).  In fact, the number one source cited for tension in the Marshalltown 
community was legal/political issues surrounding local Hispanics with undocumented status 
(Woodrick, 2015).  Not only were the undocumented immigrants anxious about being deported 
but legal immigrants were unhappy about being labeled “illegal aliens” by local residents.  In 
1992, in Midtown, Iowa, INS officials raided the town and picked up many Mexican and 
Mexican American residents as they walked out of the local plant and drove them to Omaha, NE 
to the INS regional office.  Although legal residents were eventually released they were not 
given transportation back home, which only served to compound the distrust that was already 
evident among the immigrant community (Vargas, 2002).  In 2008, a similar raid occurred in 
Postville, Iowa when 389 workers at the local Agriprocessors plant (290 Guatemalans, 93 
Mexicans, 2 Israelis and 4 Ukrainians) were arrested causing a dramatic upset to the entire town 
that remains unsettled to this day (Hsu, 2008) . 
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Positive Examples of Integration 
     While there are many challenges and barriers that remain surrounding immigration and the 
integration of this diverse group of newcomers to Iowa, the past few decades have allowed for 
many strategies to be developed to promote inclusion and integration across the state.   During 
this time, Iowa lawmakers have had various conversations about policy that would make the 
state more welcoming to international immigrants, even so far as suggesting the adoption of a 
strategic plan that would have had the state designated as an “immigration enterprise zone”. This 
suggested strategic plan would have allowed immigrants to relocate quicker and in greater 
numbers and would have exempted Iowa from application of certain provisions of federal 
immigration laws (Vargas, 2002).   Ultimately, this plan was not adopted and, in reality, Iowa 
has refused to adopt many policies, such as allowing them to pay in-state tuition at state 
universities or to get a driver’s license, which would make their life here much easier (Mertens, 
2015).   One initiative that the University of Iowa spearheaded was the New Iowans Program.  
The New Iowans Program provided communities receiving immigrants and refugees the tools, 
resources and expertise needed to provide for an easier transition.  This was done primarily by 
educating communities about these “New Iowans’ and the benefits that they provide, both 
socially and financially.   The ultimate goal of this program was to “provide access to 
information and resources to immigrants and refugees so that they could work toward self-
sufficiency and achieve full participation in community life” (Grey et al., 2004, p. 5).  Perhaps 
the most positive aspect about the New Iowan program was that it looked at integration in the 
way in which this paper has defined it - that is - a two-way process between both the community 
and the immigrant newcomers.  This approach also allows communities to be more proactive in 
their efforts to make sure resources are available and processes in place on the front end rather 
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than reactively trying to mitigate problems and gaps in community services as they are 
identified.  Unfortunately, although this program was highly regarded by many and contributed 
to acclimating immigrants into Iowa, the program was ultimately discontinued and the 
University of Iowa created the Iowa Center for Immigrant Leadership and Integration in its place 
which contains many of the same components, although not all, of the original program. 
     Research has provided multiple examples of communities that have worked very diligently to 
provide newcomers to the community the most robust and welcoming experience possible.  One 
example, the town of West Liberty, Iowa has evolved dramatically over time and can serve as an 
example of how positive immigration integration can occur.  West Liberty began its 
transformation, in part, because of the number of immigrant Latinos that came to work in the 
local turkey processing plant.  That was two decades ago and over that time West Liberty has 
implemented a dual language program that now serves as an amenity that recruits families to the 
area and often has a waiting list. The program began back in 1997 with funds that were provided 
through a five year federal grant.  Both the middle and high schools are International Spanish 
Academies which both strive to have a 50/50 split of English and Spanish speakers.  The dual 
language program not only serves as a catalyst to bring diverse students and families together it 
also serves as an amenity that makes the community a more inviting and appealing place to live.  
It is important to note that this implementation of a dual language program was not easy or 
quick.  In fact, it took three referendums before the dual language measure was passed (Mertens, 
2015).    West Liberty has also made a concerted effort to hire bilingual city employees, such as 
police officers.  One female officer hired, who is originally from Mexico states, “I want them 
(immigrant community) to know that the police department is trying its best to understand them, 
to speak their own language” (Mertens, 2015, p. 2).  Further efforts of positive integration is the 
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presence of immigrant representation in public office like Hispanic councilman Jose Zacarias.  
As of 2015, Zacarias was only the third Hispanic to be elected to the city council in West Liberty 
(Mertens, 2015). 
     Another example of successful integration efforts is Marshalltown, Iowa.  Led by a local 
Lutheran priest by the name of John Allen, one of the first tactics was the development of a civic 
task force (later known as a diversity committee) (Woodrick, 2015).  This task force was 
comprised of key town officials and leaders who promoted an open dialogue between 
townspeople and the immigrant newcomers, provided education to the native population and 
advocated for the needs of the immigrants.  John Allen also utilized ministry outreach programs 
located within his church to provide English as a Second Language (ESL) classes, and assist with 
food and housing needs.   Another tactic utilized to perpetuate understanding was the 
organization of several learning trips to Villachuato, Mexico by local university professors and 
with key Marshalltown leaders in attendance (Woodrick, 2015).  During these trips 
Marshalltown leaders gained a better understanding of the realities that families torn apart by 
migration face and ultimately returned home with perceptions that had been significantly altered.  
After this trip, officials were motivated to launch multiple outreach programs including a video 
which explained Marshalltown laws in Spanish. Of the efforts in Marshalltown, it has been 
mentioned by many residents that integration was made possible “through the efforts of 
empathetic, dedicated and visionary people who promoted but did not mandate communication 
and engagement between the newcomers and the townspeople” (Woodrick, 2015, p. 14).    
 
Integration Over Time 
     Although immigration has been around for many centuries, little attention has been paid to 
integration itself, especially in terms of law or policy that is driven by the government.  Pastor 
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and Ortiz shares “there was an effort during the 1910s and 1920s called the Americanization 
movement in which public and private sector organizations came together to try to integrate 
immigrants” (2015, p. 13).  This was a unique effort that has not been duplicated since.  Local 
efforts to integrate began as early as the 20th century.  During this time the industrial economy 
was such that aspirations of earning a living wage and a middle class lifestyle were made 
possible for immigrants and their families (Pastor and Ortiz, 2015).  Events like World War II 
also expanded the scope of what it meant to be American and added to the allure of the “melting 
pot” concept.  Since that time, integration efforts have primarily been led at a local community 
level and immigrant experiences can be varied depending on the community in which they settle.   
  
Measurement  
     Perhaps one of the most interesting examples of measuring the effectiveness of integration 
efforts lies with a scorecard system that was developed by the University of Southern California 
(Pastor et al, 2012).  This system allowed participants to score integration efforts utilizing 
metrics such as “economic mobility, civic engagement and warmth and welcome from receiving 
communities” (Ramos, 2016, p. 4).  Accessing this data through this type of self-evaluation can 
be extremely beneficial in assessing what a community is doing well and what requires 
improvement.  Ultimately, this feedback can provide valuable input to the development of 
integration programs and services. 
      Efforts to measure integration have increased over time but have primarily been limited to 
U.S. Census data which tends to be cross-sectional.  Examples of this would be a study released 
from the Migration Policy Institute.  The following statement identifies its limitations, ACS 
American Community Survey data are not longitudinal, and therefore do not enable us to track 
individual refugees to see if they have made education gains since their arrival. However, it is 
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possible to compare attainment over time among similar groups of refugees by comparing data 
from the 2000 U.S. Census and the 2009-11 ACS  (Taintor & Lichtenstein, 2016, p. 5).  Other 
studies, such as one published by the National Academies Press stress the importance of having 
longitudinal data in relation to immigrant integration, citing the fact that the lack of obtaining 
this type of data has been “a long-standing problem that has become increasingly critical as 
immigration to the United States has increased and as immigrants have become dispersed 
throughout the country” (Taintor and Lichtenstein, 2016, p. 5). 
     One study that has secured longitudinal data was the RISE (Refugee Integration Survey and 
Evaluation) report.  This survey was administered to refugees in Denver over a five year period.  
Although participation from the original cohort declined each year ultimately going from 467 to 
a final participant total of 327, researchers were still able to acquire valuable qualitative and 
quantitative data in the areas of: 
 Employment and Economic Sufficiency 
 Social Bridging 
 Language 
 Cultural Knowledge 
 Housing 
 Social Bonding 
 Health and Physical Well-Being 
 Civic Engagement, and; 
 Safety and Stability  (Taintor and Lichtenstein, 2016) 
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     High level takeaways from this survey include the fact that integration among the cohort 
increased steadily over time.  The lowest progress of integration was seen with participants 55 
years and older including those with physical and mental disabilities.  Conversely, the highest 
level of integration was witnessed in the 17-34 group.  Men were also seen to integrate at a faster 
rate than women.  The greatest challenge to integration was seen as the lack of English 
proficiency.  This lack of integration did result in stronger feelings of isolation amongst 
immigrants.   The survey also determined that an inability to speak the language hindered survey 
participants’ ability to progress on several integration pathways, including Safety & Stability, 
Language & Cultural Knowledge, Social Bonding, and Social Bridging. (Taintor and 
Lichtenstein, 2016).  The greatest determination of the survey was that the refugees studied in 
the survey all developed a steady level of integration over time. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
 METHODOLOGY 
 
 In an effort to understand the level of integration taking place for immigrants in Ottumwa, this 
study was conducted in two phases.  Figure 3.1 illustrates the methodology of the study and 
identifies the main elements of the research process adopted for this study. For the first part, 
secondary data relating to the socioeconomic characteristics of the foreign born population in 
Ottumwa obtained from the U.S. Census Bureau has been used to understand the group and how 
their condition has changed over time.  Specifically, data has been extracted for two periods of 
time utilizing American Community Survey estimates from the U.S. Census Bureau to make 
comparisons of the immigrant groups’ situation and change (either improvement or regression) 
in the areas of education attainment, English proficiency and economic condition.   
In the second phase, a paper-based survey, administered both in English and Spanish was 
been conducted targeting immigrants living in the City of Ottumwa.  The survey provided an 
opportunity to gain a much more specific, in-depth and local insight on the immigrant 
population.  This information was then compared with broader trends identified from the 
secondary data.  The survey targeted first generation immigrants that have lived in Ottumwa, for 
more than a year.  This duration was necessary in order to allow time for integration to occur.  
The questions in the survey were segmented into five major categories: demographics, education 
attainment, English language proficiency, economic mobility and community resources.  The 
analysis of the survey data was used to provide a comprehensive understanding of the immigrant 
population experience and allow for practical policy recommendations. 
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 Figure 3.1: Methodology for the Study 
 
 
Study Area 
 
      Ottumwa, Iowa, the county seat of Wapello County, is a community situated in the Southeast 
corner of Iowa that is struggling with both population and economic decline.  In 1960, during 
what is considered by many as the city “peak”, the population in Ottumwa soared to 33,871 
residents (City of Ottumwa, 2017).  In the decades that followed, the population continued to 
decline until a plateau was reached around 2000.  An examination of the full county of Wapello 
provides insight that over the past full decade (from 2000 – 2010) the population has remained 
fairly stable.  During this time, the population declined from 36,051 in 2000 to 35,625 in 2010.  
Figure 3.2 illustrates that, while the white population has decreased during this time, the 
Hispanic population has increased significantly allowing the population numbers to be 
maintained, albeit with a new composition.    
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     According to ACS 2011-2015 Census estimates, the percentage of persons in Ottumwa below 
the poverty level is 21%, one of the highest in the state increasing from 15.2% in 2000.  
This reality further compounds the challenges that Ottumwa faces.  Not only is the community 
struggling to maintain an infrastructure that was built for a much larger population, it is 
attempting to do so with a smaller tax base of individuals, many of whom are facing their own 
economic challenges. 
     One of Ottumwa’s largest employers is JBS, a pork processing facility.  Prior to a sale of the 
facility in late 2015, the plant was owned by Cargill Meat Solutions.  JBS currently employs 
approximately 2,400 people in various areas of the pork processing facility and often struggles to 
find workers to fill all the available positions.  Coincidentally, JBS has recently announced its 
intention to relocate several hundred Burmese refugees to the area to work.  Local media 
coverage of this story confirms the mixed public reaction to the announcement (Ottumwa 
Courier, 2017). 
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     Over the past few decades a steady stream of immigrants and refugees have migrated to 
Ottumwa, many of whom have come to work at the local pork processing plant.  This influx was 
especially significant during the 2000 – 2009 timeframe during which over a thousand 
immigrants made Ottumwa their home.  This population increase has created a community that is 
continually attempting to address the needs of this new population and, as witnessed by JBS’ 
recent announcement these numbers will only continue to increase.  Because of both the 
challenges and the opportunities that Ottumwa currently faces around immigration, it represents 
the ideal scenario to study regarding the issue of integration.   
 
Study Population 
     Participants of this study are first generation immigrants, specifically those individuals who 
have come from other countries to live in the United States and have not been born in the United 
States.  In order to allow time for change or improvement to occur in the chosen integration 
metrics, survey participants are required to live in Ottumwa, Iowa for a minimum of one year.  
Because of the characteristics being studied, namely education attainment, English proficiency 
and economic mobility, respondents are required to be of adult age (over 18).  To achieve a 
representative sample for the survey, participants were recruited from multiple sectors and 
organizations.  First, utilizing Iowa State University Extension and Outreach as a partner, 
participants were recruited from those that have accessed various programs and services 
provided by ISU Extension.  Second, utilizing Indian Hills Community College (IHCC) as a 
partner, participants were recruited from the English Learning Laboratory or in attendance of 
assorted IHCC classes.  Finally, outreach was rendered to various immigrant families in the 
spiritual community, those owning small businesses, and at sporting events in an effort to 
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procure a more diverse survey sample.  It is important to note that all participants were provided 
assistance in completing the survey and to ensure a clear understanding of the questions asked. 
 
Survey Data Collection   
     In order to access the sample population of this survey it was necessary to conduct the survey 
in paper form.  The survey was administered in English (Survey in English is attached in 
Appendix A) as well as Spanish (Survey in Spanish is attached in Appendix B) to access various 
segments of the population.  The survey instrument was also utilized because of the ability to 
access information from the sample population confidentially, which was essential given the 
sensitive issues surrounding immigration.  The survey allowed the researcher to gain current 
information from immigrants in a relatively short period of time, from 2-1-17 to 5-1-17.  While 
the administration of a longitudinal survey was not possible for this study because of time 
constraints, the constructed survey did allow for respondents to answer questions about progress 
that has been made in specific categories during their time living in Ottumwa. 
      The first part of the survey focused on obtaining demographic information from participants.  
Subsequent sections, dedicated to education attainment, English proficiency and economic 
mobility, included questions to determine baseline levels in these categories as well as questions 
to determine what progress, if any, had been made in all of these areas during their time in 
Ottumwa.  Because of the politically charged environment surrounding immigration at this time, 
primarily due to impending reform from the Trump administration which includes potential 
deportation, efforts were made to keep the survey concise and unobtrusive.  The final section 
was focused on the Ottumwa community and perceptions and experiences living there. In 
addition to the structured questions, there was one open-ended question to gauge what 
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community resources were utilized and helpful throughout their integration process. Overall, the 
survey included a total of 41 questions which was deemed succinct enough to gain cooperation 
from the immigrant population yet detailed enough to yield meaningful inferences that allowed 
the researcher to make policy recommendations. 
 
Ethical Considerations 
     In order to administer the survey, it was necessary to complete the Application for Approval 
of Research Involving Humans and submit the survey draft to the Iowa State University 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) for approval.  This approval is included in Appendix C. 
Because the survey was also administered within the English Learning Lab and various 
classrooms at Indian Hills Community College (IHCC), it was a requirement to receive approval 
through the Institutional Review Board at IHCC.  This approval was received via email on 
March 3, 2017. 
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CHAPTER 4  
 
 DATA ANALYSIS 
 
     As outlined in the Methodology Section of this document, analysis for this study is divided 
into two parts.  Initial analysis focused on U.S. Census data while subsequent analysis was 
concentrated on the survey data. 
U.S. Census Bureau Data 
      The initial step taken in analysis was to gain an understanding of when the immigrant 
population began to move into the Ottumwa area.  This was accomplished by extracting U.S. 
Census Bureau data of *foreign born residents and pinpointing their period of entry to Ottumwa.  
Figure 4.1 depicts the number of foreign born residents that have moved into Ottumwa during 
the identified periods of time.  The chart clearly indicates that the largest majority of immigrants 
moved into Ottumwa during the period of 2000 – 2009.  During this decade, the number of 
foreign born residents that moved into Ottumwa was nearly as much as the cumulative total of 
foreign born individuals that had moved to Ottumwa during previous decades. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*Throughout this document the terms “foreign born” and “immigrant” are used interchangeably and refer to persons with no U.S. citizenship at 
birth. This population includes naturalized citizens, lawful permanent residents, refugees and asylees, persons on certain temporary visas, and the 
unauthorized. 
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     Figures 4.2 and 4.3 below provide an illustration of the countries that foreign born Ottumwa 
residents have originated from.  One can interpret from the charts that the greatest concentration 
of immigrants were born in Latin and Central America, a fact that remains consistent in both the 
2006-2010 and 2011-2015 estimates.  Other countries of origin have also experienced an 
increase in numbers, including Europe and Asia, but their percentage of the overall foreign born 
population has remained fairly consistent.  One country that has experienced significant growth 
is Africa which has more than doubled in its population and overall percentage of the foreign 
born population in Ottumwa increasing from 9% to 17%. 
 
Educational Attainment 
     The first integration indicator that was reviewed utilizing Census data was education 
attainment.  Although the use of secondary Census data is not precise because it can only provide 
information about a group with the same characteristics and not the individuals themselves 
making historical comparisons more difficult, it will provide a general understanding of the 
education attainment levels of immigrants living in Ottumwa.  Because of the influx of 
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immigrants moving into Ottumwa during 2000 – 2009, education attainment data was compared 
using the American Community Survey estimates for two time periods - 2006-2009 and 2011-
2015.  Figures 4.4 and 4.5 below depict the education attainment levels of the foreign born 
population residing in Ottumwa.  Comparing the two charts, it is apparent that the levels of 
education for immigrants have risen in all areas including a 6% increase in high school 
graduation levels, a 5% increase in “some college or associate’s degree”, a 2% increase in               
“bachelor’s degree” and a 1% increase in “graduate or professional degree.”   
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     Data on native residents analyzed during these same time periods also experienced increases 
in the education attainment rates as depicted in Figures 4.6 and 4.7 including a 3% increase in 
“some college or associate’s degree,” a 1% increase in “bachelor’s degree’ and a 1% increase in 
“graduate or professional degree.”    Native population increases are not as large as foreign-born 
increases but it is important to note that the education attainment levels of foreign born residents 
were significantly lower than those of native residents.  Estimates from the 2011-2015 time 
period indicate that more than half of the foreign born population had less than a high school 
diploma.  This is in stark contrast to native residents, only 11% of whom have less than a high 
school diploma.  In the higher levels of education attainment, including “some college or 
associate’s degree”, “bachelor’s degree” or “graduate or professional degree”, native resident 
percentages are twice as high or more as those of the foreign born residents.  Although initial 
education attainment rates of immigrants are much lower upon arrival to Ottumwa than those of 
native residents, the data does support the fact that immigrant education attainment rates are 
increasing over time which is a very positive barometer of their integration into the Ottumwa 
community. 
 
Economic Condition 
     In order to understand the economic condition of the immigrant population in Ottumwa, 
various data sets were accessed from the U.S. Census Bureau website utilizing American 
Community Survey data.  As illustrated in Figure 4.8, the median income of the foreign born 
population has remained fairly consistent over time.   An interesting point of note illustrated in 
the chart is the fact that the median income of the foreign born population is higher than that of  
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the native population.  In order to understand if the median income has been skewed and where 
the greatest area of income is concentrated, an area graph is plotted as depicted in Figure 4.9.  
While income reported by the individual immigrants ranges from 0 to $64,999, the greatest 
concentration of income is located within the $25,000 to $34,999 category – exactly where the 
median income for the foreign born residents is positioned.   
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If the ACS 2006-2011 individual income estimates are compared to those of the ACS 2011-2015 
estimates as illustrated in Figure 4.10,  it is apparent that the largest concentration of residents  
are still located within the same category of $25,000 to $34,999.  It is also clear that the span of 
income has increased to include the “$75,000 or more” category.  There is also a significant 
increase in the “50,000 to $64,999” category.  It is important to note that during this span of time 
an additional 778 immigrants moved to Ottumwa so while it is impossible to determine the exact 
level of economic mobility, the individual charts for the two time periods show a similar trend 
regardless of the population increase.  Figure 4.11 provides a comparison of the median income 
of Ottumwa residents over time, which includes both native and foreign born populations.  
Again, the foreign born population has a higher median income during all three time periods.  
Although the foreign born population was higher than the native populations, it remained fairly 
consistent from 2005 to 2013, increasing only $603 during that time.  Although this increase is 
minimal, the rate of increase was similar to the native population. 
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Language Proficiency 
      To examine the changes in language proficiency of the Ottumwa immigrant population, 
foreign born population data was extracted from the American Community Survey section of the 
U.S. Census Bureau including estimates from 2005-2009 and 2011-2015.  Originally, data for 
the foreign born population was analyzed cumulatively but it was later determined that because 
of the increase in population during that time a more accurate view of progress could possibly be 
procured if the distinct cohorts of foreign born remained segmented by foreign language spoken 
(i.e. Spanish, Asian and Indo-European).     
     Figure 4.12 categorizes the English proficiencies of Spanish speaking immigrants.  Because 
of the in and out-migration experienced in Ottumwa by the foreign born population during this 
time, it is difficult to definitively determine if individual immigrants are increasing their levels of 
English proficiency.  It is obvious from the increased numbers depicted for the 2011-2015 time 
period that there has been an influx in Spanish speaking immigrants during this period.  The 
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chart does clearly indicate that there has been an increase in both the Speak English “very well” 
and “well” categories.  The most significant increase is seen in the “very well” category which 
has experienced a 266% increase from one time period to the other. 
     Among Asian and Pacific speaking immigrants there was also an increase of population 
experienced, growing from 163 to 209 during this time. As Figure 4.13 illustrates there was no 
progress made in increased English proficiencies in this population in any of the categories.  In 
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fact, the reverse happened in both of the speak English, “not at all” or “not well” categories there 
were increases and in the speak English “very well” or “well” there were decreases in the 
number of foreign born that increased proficiency. 
     Unlike other foreign populations who have experienced a population increase during the time 
period studied, the Indo-European speaking immigrants witnessed a population decline as 
illustrated in Figure 4.14, decreasing from 189 to 129 residents.  Because of the population 
decline, which has actually caused two of the proficiency categories to have a value of zero, it 
would be a logical assumption that the increase in the “speak English “very well” category, 
which increased from 88 to 111, would illustrate increased proficiency. 
     Determining the progress in English proficiency utilizing secondary data was challenging 
because of the difficulty in pinpointing changes.  Many factors contribute to this difficulty 
including the in and out-migration of the foreign born population, the cross-sectional nature of 
the data and the subjectivity with which individuals determine their proficiency progress.   It is 
believed that the following section, which renders an overview of survey data results, will serve 
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to provide a more comprehensive picture of the integration progress of foreign born Ottumwa 
residents. 
 Integration Survey Data 
Survey Participant Demographics 
 
     As has been written earlier in the narrative, participants were required to be first generation 
immigrants, over the age of 18 and have lived in Ottumwa for a minimum of one year.  
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, there are approximately 1,725 immigrants who fit this 
profile within Wapello County, of which Ottumwa is the county seat.  It must be mentioned that 
during the time surveys were solicited, the climate surrounding immigration was a sensitive one 
but because of the support and assistance from intermediaries with whom existing relationships 
were already in place, the researcher was successful in securing 71 completed surveys.  After the 
surveys were obtained, the demographics of the 71 participants were scrutinized and it was 
determined that the sample was adequately representative of the immigrant population in 
Ottumwa.     Although not intentional, survey respondents were in balance based on gender, 
including 49% female and 51% male, as illustrated in Figure 4.15.  The age of participants varied 
and did include representation in each age category.  As indicated in Figure 4.16, the largest 
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number of participants (23) were included in the 18-30 category, closely followed by 19 
responses in the 31-40 category. 
       The marital status of participants, depicted in Figure 4.17, included those who were single, 
married and part of an “other” category which included those who classified their marital status 
as widowed, separated or divorced.  Over half of the survey participants, nearly 54% indicated 
that they were married, with 36% notating a single marital status.  Six respondents identified 
with the “other” marital category. 
     Nineteen countries of origin were represented within the survey as delineated below in Figure 
4.18.  The largest group present by far were those immigrants originating from Mexico, which at 
45%, accounted for nearly half of the survey respondents.  The next two largest groups were both 
countries in close proximity to Mexico, and located in Central America, 11% from El Salvador 
and 8% from Guatemala.  All of the other countries had very few respondents.  This distribution 
is consistent with Census data and countries of origin representative of immigrants living in 
Ottumwa, Iowa. 
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     Of these 71 participants, 22 of them revealed that they had attained Citizenship during their 
time in the United States.  Time spent living in Ottumwa ranged from a minimum of 1 year and a 
maximum of 21 years.  The average amount of time respondents were determined to have 
resided in Ottumwa was 9.66 years.  This extended length of time is certainly indicative of a 
favorable view of the Ottumwa community. 
      
    Other characteristics of the sample population that were examined included identifying those 
who were drivers.  The responses determined that nearly three-quarters of the respondents had 
acquired a driver’s license.  In addition, the living status of participants was examined to 
ascertain what family supports existed.  The majority of the immigrants surveyed reported the 
presence of immediate family living in Ottumwa with them.  Further, only 17.14% participants 
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live alone while 38.57% have 1-2 family members living with them, 25.71% have 3-4 family 
members and the remainder have more than 5 family members living with them.   
Educational Attainment 
      Analysis of the education of survey respondents upon arriving to Ottumwa revealed a 
relatively low attainment rate.  Figure 4.19 illustrates that nearly half of the immigrants (45.07%) 
surveyed had not earned a high school diploma at their time of arrival.  This is considerably 
lower than native residents of Ottumwa whose high school graduation rate is 89%, nearly twice 
as high. Only 8 of the 71 survey responders (11.27%) reported that they had received a college 
degree before arriving to Ottumwa.  Of those, 4 had received an Associate Degree and 6 had 
received a Bachelor’s Degree (two individuals received both degrees).  Once again, this data is 
consistent with Census data studied earlier.   
      Since arriving in Ottumwa, a considerable number of survey participants, 18.3%, reported 
continuing their formal education.  Of these individuals, 4 earned their high school 
diploma/GED, 4 received “some college”, 4 earned a degree or credential, 3 earned a Bachelor’s 
Degree and 2 received their Master’s Degree (one in Leadership and one in Education).  While 
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58 survey respondents did not formally further their education, a high number of them reported 
utilizing other educational resources, such as ESL or citizenship classes to increase their skills 
and English language proficiency.  Those choosing not to continue their education provided the 
following top three reasons:  1) lack of time, 2) didn’t feel it was necessary and 3) work.   
 
Language Proficiency 
      Ten different languages were identified as primary languages spoken upon arrival by the 
survey respondents.  These languages are illustrated in Figure 4.20.  Of these languages, Spanish 
emerged as the most commonly utilized.  Further, Spanish was identified as the primary 
language spoken by 52 (or 73%) different individuals.  Although Spanish speaking individuals 
were dominant in this survey it was determined not to be skewed as the Census confirms that 
68% of immigrants in Ottumwa originate from Latin and Central America, which are Spanish 
speaking countries. 
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     The English proficiency levels of those surveyed varied from no proficiency to fluent, Table 
4.1 confirms that nearly half of the respondents indicated that they could not speak any English 
when they arrived in Ottumwa.   When asked if they 
improved their English proficiency since their arrival, 
more than three-quarters of the respondents (77.27%) 
verified that their English had improved.  Of these 
individuals, 10 characterized their current English skills as “advanced”, while 21 characterized 
their English proficiency as “intermediate”.  For those with whom no improvement was noted 
the top reason given was that they “didn’t know how.”   
 
Economic Condition     
     A number of indicators were utilized to assess the economic mobility of immigrants taking 
the survey.  Multiple life changes were verified by respondents that would economically enhance 
their lives.  Forty-five immigrants (63.38%), reported that they had gotten a better job since 
arriving in Ottumwa, 20 (28.17%), reported they had purchased a home, 6 (8.45%) had started a 
business and 16 (22.54%) reported an increase in salary.  Many participants indicated that they 
had movement in more than one of these areas.  In fact, 23 (32.39% of immigrants surveyed) 
reported that two of these indicators applied to them and 10 (14.08%) verified that three or more 
of these indicators applied to them. 
     Nearly three-quarters of respondents (73.17%) indicated that they had changed jobs at least 
once, while an additional 7 reported 2-3 job changes and 4 more said they had changed jobs 
more than 3 times.  Several reasons were supplied by survey responders as to why they had 
changed jobs including both financial and quality of life criteria. The number one reason given 
Table 4.1 Immigrant English 
Proficiency 
Upon Arrival 
Fluently 8 11.27% 
Limited 29 40.85% 
Not at all 34 47.89% 
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was an increase of pay, the second highest reason identified was better benefits followed by 
better hours.    
     On the annual household income, as Figure 4.21 illustrates, nearly half of the respondents  
 
earned an annual household income within the $35,000 - $49,999 category.  This is consistent 
with the previous section that utilized secondary data.  A significant number of the respondents, 
83.3% confirmed that they had increased their salary since arriving in Ottumwa.  While this 
14
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statistic is certainly promising, Figure 4.22 illustrates that over half of these individuals reported 
an increase in the lowest possible category of “less than $5,000 per year.”  Clearly more 
encouraging is the fact that a significant number, 32%, reported an increase in the next largest 
category of “more than $10,000 but less than $20,000.” 
     Other indicators of economic solvency were also reported on the survey including the number 
of vehicles owned.  More than three-quarters of the immigrants surveyed, (78%) reported 
owning 1-2 vehicles.  In contrast to this, only 11% reported owning no vehicles.   
     Perhaps one of the greatest indicators of integration into the community is home ownership.  
As illustrated in Figure 4.23, the survey confirmed that 38% of respondents have purchased a 
home in the Ottumwa community, while 42% are renting.  A smaller number of respondents 
(20%), many of whom are currently without income – such as students - are living with family or 
friends. 
  
Community Resources 
     The final section of the survey was focused on the perception of respondents about how 
welcoming the community has been, the helpfulness of integration efforts, the intention of 
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participants to stay or leave the community and what are its best characteristics and greatest 
challenges.   
     Figure 4.24 illustrates that nearly half of respondents were “extremely satisfied” with the 
welcoming efforts of the Ottumwa community.  Another 18.3% (13), indicated that they were 
“very satisfied” with the efforts of the community to welcome them.  In stark contrast, less than 
3%, only 2 individuals were “unsatisfied” with welcoming efforts.   
     This positive trend continues as community integration efforts are rated in Table 4.2.  More 
than 61% of respondents were either “very” or “extremely satisfied” with the community efforts 
around integration.  In comparison, only one 
individual was dissatisfied with the efforts of the 
community around integration. 
     The validation of positive experiences for 
immigrants in the Ottumwa community 
continues as Table 4.3 outlines the survey responses which categorize the experiences of 
immigrants working and living in Ottumwa.  An overwhelming majority, 87.33% indicated they 
Table 4.2: Integration Survey 
Respondents Satisfaction of 
Community Integration Resources 
Unsatisfied 1 1.41% 
Somewhat Satisfied 7 9.86% 
Satisfied 19 26.76% 
Very Satisfied 16 22.54% 
Extremely Satisfied 28 39.44% 
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were “happy”, “very happy” or “extremely happy.”  In fact, nearly half, 47.89% of those 
surveyed confirmed they were “extremely happy” living and working in Ottumwa.   
    Perhaps not surprisingly, based on the positive responses of the previous question, nearly  
three-quarters, 73.3%, of respondents had plans to 
remain in Ottumwa.  Reasons to stay were split 
relatively equally as depicted in Figure 4.25 
between 1) “Job”, 2) “I like the community” and 
3) “My family is here”.   There were 18 
respondents that indicated they did have plans to 
leave, but only 4 of those individuals verified that it was because of a dislike for the community.  
In fact, the majority of those planning to leave were doing so only because of additional job 
opportunities.   
      
     Survey respondents were also asked to identify what they liked best about the Ottumwa 
community.  Six choices were provided in addition to a write-in category.  Respondents were 
Table 4.3: Survey Respondents 
Experiences of Working/Living in 
Ottumwa 
Not happy 2 2.82% 
Somewhat happy 7 9.86% 
Happy 15 21.13% 
Very happy 13 18.31% 
Extremely happy 34 47.89% 
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Figure 4.25: Integration Survey 
Responses Reasons to Stay in 
Ottumwa
54 
 
further asked to rank their top three choices (which were assigned 1-3 points in the coding 
scheme).  Within the write-in category two prominent themes surfaced in the responses.  The 
first, which received 63 points, indicated that Ottumwa is a desirable community to live in 
because it is a small town. The second theme identified in the write-in responses, which received 
14 points, was that respondents feel as though Ottumwa is a safe community.  These two themes 
are incredibly important factors to immigrants who have chosen Ottumwa as a place to work, 
live and raise their families.  Figure 4.26 provides a visual representation of the rankings for 
attributes of the community found to be liked best.  The most obvious top choice, which received 
95 points was the people in Ottumwa, and the third most desirable trait identified (behind the 
write-in category of “small town”) was “job opportunities.”   All of these traits were ranked 
above the others identified as: amenities, retail opportunities, spiritual opportunities, cultural 
opportunities and schools.  While it is confirmed from the responses that the immigrants 
surveyed did find Ottumwa to be a welcoming community it is important to note that it has been 
nearly two decades (after 2000) since Ottumwa has experienced its first wave of immigrants and, 
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as such, has had a significant amount of time to adjust to newcomers in the community and had 
the survey been given during this early time, the results may have been quite different. 
     Respondents of the integration survey also identified their top three integration challenges.  
As illustrated within Figure 4.27, there was one response that was overwhelmingly identified as 
the greatest challenge for community integration - which was “language”.  No other response 
included on the survey came close.  In fact, language received more than 5 times as many points 
as the next highest response, which was transportation.  When asked if these challenges had 
decreased over time, 65.71% of respondents answered in the affirmative.  This was a positive 
indication that although challenges do exist surrounding language, these challenges are 
decreasing as the immigrants spend additional time living in the community. 
     In an effort to understand if similar characteristics would be found in immigrants who have 
successfully been integrated, survey respondents who were found to have made progress in all 
three areas including: increasing their education, increasing their English proficiency and 
increasing their income were identified.  Fourteen of the 71 survey participants were found to 
have successfully met this criteria.  Within these 14, 6 were also found to have attained their 
citizenship status.  Both the gender, which included 7 males and 5 females as well as the marital 
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status (6 married, 6 single, 2 other) were found to be neutral.  The age of the individuals were 
primarily included in the 18-30 (4) and 31-40 (5) categories but there were also 2 individuals in 
the 41-50 category and 3 in the 51-60 category.  Nine of the respondents matching this criteria 
came to the United States and Ottumwa within the same year while the remaining 5 utilized a 
step-migration process.  While no obvious dominant theme has emerged as a common 
characteristic to integration, it does appear that success in all areas is more common in the 
younger categories and in those persons who have come to Ottumwa directly upon immigrating 
to the United States.   
     Looking at the converse and survey respondents that did not make progress in the various 
indicator areas it was determined that while 19 of the immigrants surveyed did not make 
progress in 2 of the areas there was not a single immigrant surveyed that made no progress in all 
of the three areas.  Again, efforts were made to compare characteristics to find commonalities 
within the 19 individuals who made no progress in at least two integration areas.  One the 
commonalities identified was citizenship status.  Out of the 19 respondents, only 3 had taken 
steps to become American citizens.  The second theme that emerged was the limited English 
proficiency obtained by all of them.  Five of the individuals in this subcategory stated they could 
not speak or understand language at all while the remaining 14 classified their proficiency at the 
beginner or limited level.   This would certainly validate the importance of English proficiency 
as an indicator of community integration and success and would corroborate the fact that 
language was prioritized previously as the #1 barrier to community integration. 
     The final question of the survey provided for qualitative responses from the survey 
participants.  The question solicited suggestions as to what would help make integration into the 
community easier.   Thirty-nine respondents provided suggestions to the question.  From the 
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responses, included in Appendix D of this document, it is clear that many of the immigrants view 
“integration” into the community as a parallel to living and being a part of the community or 
simply fitting in to the community.  Examples of this would include the response of “eat more 
American food” or “stop losing retail.”  Suggestions provided also included a theme around 
quality of life issues.  Street improvements were mentioned 4 times in addition to better housing 
and soccer fields.  Other suggestions validated the desire by Ottumwa immigrants to improve 
their human, financial and social capital and their belief that the community is a partner that can 
help them to do that.  Jobs was the most dominant theme and was mentioned 11 times, both in 
reference to providing better opportunities for quality jobs as well as the need for additional 
services to improve skills that would enable them to acquire a better job.  Two respondents 
specifically mentioned their desire to move from a meat packing plant job to something better.   
     Other responses expressed a desire for more integrated social celebrations, family events and 
youth activities which would indicate their eagerness to be a part of the larger community as a 
whole and not remain only within their own ethnic or cultural groups.  Communication and 
language was another prevalent theme and was mentioned 7 times.  Suggestions included 
additional ELL programs and more interpreters.  Encouragingly, discrimination was mentioned 
only twice, once in reference to providing work opportunities and once in reference to treatment 
by law enforcement.  A singular response was recorded asking not to be deported back to their 
home country. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 
 CONCLUSIONS 
 
 
      Many Iowa communities including Ottumwa are facing unique demographic and economic 
challenges unlike anything else previously experienced.  Population loss, aging infrastructure 
and workforce shortages are but a few of the issues at the top of an often long list.  And while 
there is no “silver bullet” to mitigate these challenges, an opportunity has been presented, in the 
form of immigration that may provide some much needed assistance.   What has remained 
unclear, is the depth to which these new community members are fully realizing their individual 
capacity and skills and to what degree communities, like Ottumwa, are assisting them in their 
efforts to do so.  The findings of the research study summarized in this report which utilizes 
Ottumwa, Iowa as a case study, makes the argument that immigrants in the Ottumwa community 
are, in fact, integrating and adding value to themselves and to their host community. This 
section, in addition to drawing conclusions, also makes specific recommendations to improve 
upon the main aspects of integration. 
 
Integration Progress 
      The first research question addressed in this study was the extent to which first generation 
immigrants residing in Ottumwa are furthering their education and becoming more proficient in 
English.  Through the analysis conducted in this study it became apparent that a considerable 
number of immigrants residing in Ottumwa are choosing to continue their education and increase 
their skills after arrival.  The Census data which compared two different time periods from the 
American Community Survey confirmed an increase in education attainment at all levels, 
including 6% in high school degree attainment, 5% in associate or “some college”, 2% increase 
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in bachelor’s degree and 1% increase in graduate degree attainment.  The integration survey data 
only served to endorse these findings further as 18.3% of immigrants surveyed confirmed efforts 
to continue their formal education.  And while it is true that the formal education of the majority 
of immigrants moving to Ottumwa is much lower than that of the native population, the increase 
in attainment rates over time is quite promising.  Additional data that must be considered is the 
qualitative comments from the survey that verify not only the desire of Ottumwa immigrants to 
improve their own capacity but also the comments relating to providing opportunities for youth 
(i.e. – their children) to learn as well.  With that thought it mind it is important to remember that, 
based on past research, subsequent generations of immigrants have been shown to achieve higher 
levels of education than their parents so as these first generation immigrants begin to have 
children who are more proficient in English and have greater access to education, these 
attainment levels should continue to rise (Chiswick and DebBurman, 2013). 
     An additional question in the study focused on the economic mobility of the foreign born in 
Ottumwa.  One of the integration challenges discussed in the literature review section was in 
reference to inaccurate perceptions.  Some community members may have the perception that 
immigrants coming into the Ottumwa community will be a burden to society by not working or 
overextending already stressed social service organizations.  Although there is no doubt that 
adding a diverse population to a community is not without complexity, based on the findings of 
this study, additional financial burden on the community is not one of them.  Both the data from 
the Census, as well as the survey, verify high levels of employment and increased earnings over 
time.  In fact, the median per capita income of the foreign born population was noted as $26,703, 
while the median per capita income of the total population was much lower at $20,757.  Other 
important indicators of economic mobility confirm the financial sustainability of the immigrant 
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population in Ottumwa, including 38% who confirmed they had purchased a home, 78% who 
owned 1-2 vehicles and 83.3% who validated an increase in income.  And while most 
immigrants have achieved employment status, the qualitative responses on the survey would lead 
the reader to believe that some have aspirations for much higher skilled positions. 
     Perhaps the most difficult integration indicator to accurately quantify is that of language 
proficiency.  Unfortunately the analysis of Census data was inconclusive which required the 
researcher to place a heavier reliance on survey data.   Although 77.27% of respondents felt as 
though their English proficiency had improved since arriving to Ottumwa, it is difficult to gauge 
how proficient these individuals actually were due to the subjective nature of the judging.  It is 
certainly clear from the qualitative responses of the survey, as well as the recognition of 
language as the #1 challenge faced, that learning the language and being able to communicate is 
overwhelmingly recognized as being a vital element to success in the community. 
 
Community Resources 
      It is important to reiterate that integration is truly a two way process and just as important as 
the efforts of the immigrant community to take steps toward integration are the efforts of the 
community to create a welcoming environment that provides the resources and support system 
necessary to assist with the integration process. The integration survey administered to 71 first-
generation immigrants living in Ottumwa provided a valuable insight to how welcoming the 
community was perceived to be, how beneficial the integration resources had been to newcomers 
and whether the community was a place they wanted to stay.  The information received from 
survey respondents was extremely positive, which may be an important element to the positive 
outcomes for the integration indicators.  For example, 62 of the 71 surveyed were “satisfied” – 
“extremely satisfied” with efforts to make them feel welcome.  In relation to the integration 
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efforts, 61% of those surveyed felt the efforts to be “very” or “extremely” helpful.  In contrast, 
only 1 respondent felt as though they were “not helpful at all.”  Most of the respondents relayed 
their intention to stay in the community with only 4 communicating their intention to leave 
because of a dislike for the community. 
 
Suggestions for Community Improvement 
     While the overall reviews for the Ottumwa community were found to be favorable there is 
always room for improvement.  Some of these “improvements” can be extracted from the 
comments and suggestions made by individuals taking the survey.  When asked what they liked 
best about the community, two of the write-in themes included the size of the community and the 
fact that it was safe, which correlates with step-migration many of them experience.  Combine 
this with the qualitative responses recorded for question #41 integration suggestions and a theme 
emerges creating a vision for the type of community that immigrants are looking for.  Contrary 
to the belief that immigrants prefer to stay clustered within their own ethnic and cultural groups, 
it is the belief of this researcher that these newcomers would prefer just the opposite.  Take for 
example comments such as “more community celebrations together,” “rely on community” and 
“integrated social, cultural and sporting events” joined with the desirable traits of a small, safe 
intimate community and it becomes clearer that immigrants are not worried so much about what 
their host community can do for them but what all of the community can do together.  Although 
events like Latinofest, pictured earlier in this document, are a fantastic way to celebrate 
individual cultures it may be a better idea to create an event that celebrates all cultures together 
providing additional opportunities to create a community not only in infrastructure but in spirit as 
well. 
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     The most critical suggestion that has emerged from this research is the vital role that language 
proficiency plays in integration.  The ability to understand and communicate is essential and, as 
proven in the research, the #1 indicator trait that was missing in those immigrants surveyed who 
had been the least successful in their integration efforts was the lack of English proficiency.  
“Learning and Understanding Language” was also overwhelmingly identified as the greatest 
challenge faced.  While many of the survey respondents had participated in an ELL class at some 
point those that had not relayed that they “didn’t know how” to improve their language and that 
“time” was a barrier to learning.  Expanding English Language Learning classes to venues that 
meet immigrants where they are, such as Churches or work sites, would be a proactive way to 
increase language proficiencies with the immigrant population.  Another avenue to explore 
would be partnerships with the school district to share resources.  The  Ottumwa Community 
School District, which reported a 5%  district ELL student composition back in 2005, reported a 
significantly higher 15.7% ELL composition just last year (Iowa Department of Education, 
2017).  As the district continues to expand its resources to meet the needs of its student base 
perhaps there is a way to leverage those resources to assist community members as well. 
      In all the recommendations, a new approach would be suggested in the sense that, in the past, 
Ottumwa has taken an overall tact of being very reactive in its efforts around integration. As the 
diversity landscape continues to change in Ottumwa, the community has simply been doing its 
best to meet the needs of the changing population as those needs become apparent.  Changing 
this approach to a more proactive one that takes into account lessons learned during the past two 
decades would put the community into a much better position to make long-term strategic 
decisions procuring better outcomes and more enduring results.    
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     As the RISE Integration Survey results, as well as the results of this research study affirm, 
immigrants are integrating into their host communities over time and contributing to the financial 
vitality and social capital in the process.  While the fact that integration has occurred is not in 
question, what may yet be undetermined is how increased efficiency and proactivity in 
integration processes can provide a competitive advantage to communities using immigration as 
an economic development tool and a strategy to increase human capital.  It is the belief of the 
author that communities who are incrementally evaluating and continually striving to improve 
their processes will be those that attain the most success. 
     The final and most important suggestion that can be made moving forward is to encourage 
community leaders and citizens alike to continue (or begin as the case may be) to look at 
immigration in Ottumwa as an opportunity to enhance the community, not only culturally but 
socially and economically as well.  It would appear that any investment made to cultivate this 
new human capital would be a wise one. 
 
Implications of the Study 
The study addresses a critical topic which at this point in the nation’s history is a politically hot 
button issue and has significant implications for the future of small and mid-sized communities. 
Experiences in some other parts of the world including within the U.S. point at the potential that 
the new immigrants bring to offset depopulation in rural areas, but also as vehicles of economic 
opportunity. In addition to bringing diverse culture, language and religion into small towns in 
U.S., the new immigrants bring fresh ideas, creative capacity and unique potential to contribute 
to local economies which could bode well for the future. Just as history suggests, every time 
there is a new wave of immigrants, there is skepticism and resistance. However, as history has 
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witnessed, these groups eventually go on to adopt the American way of life and become 
productive and contributing residents, while at the same time retaining their cultural, religious 
and ethnic identity. This study offers some pragmatic strategies for the City of Ottumwa to 
continue to be welcoming place for immigrants to work and live. In the most optimistic scenario, 
the city could in the future become a case study on how the community, by accepting immigrants 
with open arms, was able to turn around the population decline and became a thriving place in 
Southeast Iowa for others to learn from.  
 
 
 
HOW WELL WE INTEGRATE IMMIGRANTS AND PROVIDE OPPORTUNITIES FOR ALL COMMUNITY MEMBERS HAS 
FAR-REACHING IMPLICATIONS FOR – AND IS EXTRICABLE FROM – OUR CURRENT AND FUTURE VITALITY (PETSOD ET AL, ND). 
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APPENDIX D 
Assessing the Integration of Immigrants Living in the City of Ottumwa, Iowa 
Survey Code Book 
 
Q. # Variable Name Operational Definition Coding 
  ID Questionnaire Number 1-100 
1 BTHCTY What is your country of birth? Answers 
2 YEARUS What year did you first come to the US? YYYY 
3 BORNNATION 
What nationality did you have when you 
were born? Answers 
4 NOWNATION What nationality do you have now? Answers 
5 OTTUMWAYR What year did you come to Ottumwa, IA? YYYY 
6 GENDER What is your gender? 
1 = Male              
2 = Female 
7 MARITAL What is your marital status? 
1 = Single             
2 = Married        
3 = Other 
(S/D/W) 
8 AGE Which age category describes your age? 
1= 18-30      
2=31-40           
3=41-50          
4=51-60         
5=61+ 
9 FAMLIVE 
How many members in your immediate 
family live with you in Ottumwa? 
1=No family   
2=1-2               
3=3-4                 
4=5-6                       
5=>6 
10 EMPLOYMENT What is your current employment status? 
1=Full-time  
2=Part-time   
3=Un/looking               
4=Un/Not look      
5=Student    
6=Retired        
7=Disabled      
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11 DRIVER Do you have driver's license? 
1=Yes             
2=No 
12 FAMDRIVE 
How many of your family members have 
a driver's license? 
1 = 0                     
2=1-2                     
3=3-4             
4=More than 4 
13 EDFIRST 
What was your highest education level 
upon arriving to Ottumwa? 
1=Less HS        
2=HS             
3=Some 
college 
4=College  
14 (A-D) COLLEGE 
If degree was received, check all that 
apply. 
ASSOC 0=N 1=Y  
BACH 0=N 1=Y  
MAS  0=N 1=Y 
DOC  0=N 1=Y 
15 FURTHED 
During your time in Ottumwa have you 
furthered your formal education in any 
way? 
1 = Yes             
2=No 
16 WHYNOED If no, why not? 
1=Not 
necessary     
2=Didn't know 
3=Expensive   
4=Time          
5=Can't learn  
6=Work     
7=No transp. 
17A FURTHED2 
If yes, in what way have you furthered 
your formal education? 
1=HS or GED 
2=Some 
college 
3=Cert/cred. 
4=College     
17A2 FEDCERT What certificate or credential (from 17A) Themes 
17B FURTHED2A 
Attained college degree at the following 
level? 
1=AA               
2=BA               
3=MA            
4=Doctorate     
common 
themes 
17B2 DEGAREA Degree area of focus  Answers 
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18 RESOURCEED 
If you did further your formal education 
in the time you have resided in Ottumwa, 
what community resources did you 
access to do so? Themes 
19 LANGUAGE 
Upon arriving in Ottumwa what was your 
primary language 
1=Spanish  
2=English    
3=Amheric   
4=Tigrinya  
5=French  
6=Arabic   
7=Burmese  
8=Soninke 
9=Chinese   
10=Portuguese 
20 OTTENGLISH 
Upon arriving in Ottumwa, did you speak 
English?   
21 IMPENGLISH 
If you could not speak and understand 
English at the time you arrived in 
Ottumwa, have you improved your 
English speaking proficiency since then? 
1=Yes              
2=No 
22 WHYNOIMP If no, why not? 
1=Not needed 
2=Don't know 
how                    
3= No Time   
4=Working on 
it         
23 WHATIMP If yes, to what degree? 
1=Beginner    
2=Intermediate 
3=Proficient 
24 HOWIMP 
If you have improved your language skills, 
how did you do this? 
1=Fam/friends 
2=Class          
3=Immersion 
25 ECCHANGE 
Since arriving in Ottumwa, have any of 
the following occurred? 
JOB 0=N 1=Y    
HOME 0=N 1=Y 
BUS  0=N  1=Y    
SAL  0=N   1=Y 
UN/R 0=N 1=Y 
UN/O 0=N  1=Y 
26 JOBCH 
If you have changed jobs during your time 
in Ottumwa, how many times have you 
changed jobs? 
1=Once          
2=2-3 times     
3=More than 3         
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27 NEWJOB 
If you did change jobs during your time in 
Ottumwa, which of the following was 
true of the new job(s)? 
PAY 0=N 1=Y         
BEN 0=N 1=Y        
HRS 0=N 1=Y       
PHYS 0=N 1=Y 
28 INCOME 
What category best describes your 
annual household income? 
1=<$24,999  
2=$25-$49,999 
3=$50-$99,999 
4=>$100,000 
29A INCOMEINC 
Since your time in Ottumwa, has your 
household income increased? 
1=Yes            
2=No 
29B MOREINCOME If yes, how much 
1=<$5,000    
2=>$5 but <$10 
3=>$10 but<$20 
4=>$20but<$30 
5=>$30,000 yr 
30 HOUSING 
What best describes your housing 
situation? 
1=Own              
2=Rent             
3=Fam/friends  
31 VEHICLES How many vehicles do you own? 
1=None             
2=1-2                 
3=3 or more        
32 WELCOME 
Overall, how satisfied are you with the 
efforts of the community to make you 
feel welcome? 
1=Unsatisfied 
2=Some sat.  
3=Satisfied   
4=Very sat.   
5=Ext. sat. 
33 COMMRESOURCE 
Overall, how would you rate the 
resources in Ottumwa that were available 
to assist you in integrating into the 
community? 
1=Not help  
2=Some help  
3=Helpful   
4=Very help   
5=Ext. help 
34 EXPERIENCE 
On a scale of 1-5, how would you 
characterize your experiences of working 
and living in Ottumwa? 
1=Not happy 
2=Some happy 
3=Happy  
4=Very happy 
5=Ext. happy 
35 LEAVEPLANS 
Do you have any plans to leave Ottumwa 
in the near future? 
1=Yes            
2=No 
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36 LEAVECAUSE 
If yes, please identify a possible cause 
from the list 
1=Another job 
2=Ret. Native  
3=Don't like 
comm                   
4= Weather  
5=Near Family 
6=College          
37 STAYCAUSE If no, choose reason why you will stay 
JOB 0=N 1=Y    
FAM 0=N 1=Y 
COMM  0=N  1=Y     
38 LIKEBEST 
Identify what you like best about 
Ottumwa.  (up to 3) 3=top, then 2 and 1 
PEOPLE        
JOBS          
AMENITIES  
RETAIL        
SPIRITUAL   
CULTURAL     
SMALL TOWN 
SAFETY 
39 CHALLENGES 
In your efforts to integrate what have 
been the greatest challenges you have 
faced (up to 3) 1 = top, then 2 and 3 
LANGUAGE   
EMPLOYMENT 
HOUSING     
ACCESS SERV     
CHILD. SCHOOL 
CULTURAL     
TRANSP      
DISCRIM    
OTHER 
40 CHALLDEC 
Have these challenges decreased over 
time? 
1 = Yes               
2= No 
41 SUGGESTIONS 
What suggestions would you make to 
help your integration into the community 
easier Themes 
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APPENDIX E 
 
Assessing the Integration of Immigrants Living in the City of Ottumwa, Iowa 
Survey Responses to Question #41 – What suggestion(s) would you make to 
help your integration into the community easier? 
 
1) Improve streets, better jobs. 
2) More jobs. 
3) Integrated social, sporting and cultural events. 
4) Be happy, don't get into trouble and rely on community. 
5) All nice. 
6) Better jobs, fix streets. 
7) Increased communication with diverse community. 
8) Stop losing retail. 
9) Support newcomers 
10) More employment opportunities. 
11) Roads could be better. 
12) Build more soccer fields. 
13) Make safer for immigrants. 
14) More equality, police treats us differently. Was asked for SS card when someone broke my car 
light. 
15) Student center in the community to link college students to comm.  Teen center, comm. center 
to socialize. 
16) Help those who want to leave the meat plant for better job. 
17) More ELL opportunities. 
18) More ELL opportunities. 
19) English speaking programs.  
20) Need more jobs. 
21) More jobs. 
22) Assistance with language. 
23) Better opportunities to train/retrain immigrants. 
24) Do not deport us to our country. 
25) Provide opportunity to work and do not discriminate. 
26) Help me to learn English to make more money. 
27) I'm not happy working job at JBS. 
28) Help people who don't have computer to fill out applications. 
29) More interpreters. 
30) Eat more American food. See more people. 
31) More cultural events 
32) I like that there are more community programs for immigrants. 
33) Family activities. 
34) Better streets. 
35) More diversity in stores. 
36) Better housing (apartments). 
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37) More youth activities. 
38) More community celebrations together. 
39) More programs to help youth succeed. 
 
 
